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With daily demonstrations in which protesters demand "que se vayan todos" that they [the
politicians] all go there are doubts about how Argentina's scheduled party primaries and general
elections will play out.
Meanwhile, party infighting, especially within the governing Partido Justicialista-peronista (PJ),
has further alienated the Argentine people, who are suffering through the worst economic crisis
in history and who put much of the blame on incompetent, corrupt, and self-serving politicians.
Worse, the fighting among the Peronistas who control Congress and most of Argentina's provinces
has brought government to a near standstill. The politicking has increased since President Eduardo
Duhalde signed the decree on Aug. 2 setting the date for the next presidential elections for March
30.
If no candidate wins on March 30, a runoff will take place April 27, and the new president will take
office on May 25, 2003. Duhalde also scheduled open party primaries. The decree stipulated that all
parties hold their primaries on Nov. 24 and that a voter did not have to belong to a party to vote in
its primary. But many parties objected to that system, including the Union Civica Radical (UCR),
which filed a motion to block it. The decision also angered some members of the PJ. The decree
meant that candidates with strong party political support but less support among voters at large,
such as former President Carlos Saul Menem (1989-1999), lost ground.
Given that Menem is widely despised by center and left-wing voters who are not registered
Peronistas, analysts said the move would likely have thwarted any chance for a Menem comeback.
Menem, who many Argentines believe could win the presidency if nominated by the PJ, had already
unsuccessfully tried to repeal the open primaries plan in the Senate.
On Aug. 23, Judge Abel Cornejo halted the presidential primaries, ruling the open primary
unconstitutional and upholding the UCR complaint. On Aug. 24, Duhalde said that he would modify
the rules for the primaries but that the March 30 date for the elections would not change. On Aug.
27, the government said that the date for the primaries was being moved to Dec. 15 and that only
party members would be allowed to vote.
The court's ruling added uncertainty to an election campaign riddled with party infighting almost
before it began. The PJ faces serious crisis The rancor within the PJ, which has played a significant
role in Argentine politics for more than 50 years, threatens to destroy the party. Analysts say the
crisis is one of the worst since the party's inception in the 1940s, as party leaders wage a bitter
power struggle to be the next to run the troubled country. Party leaders have turned on one another,
alternately accusing rivals of being mafia bosses and being "power- obsessed" opportunists.
Several potential candidates claim to have received death threats from opponents, and a few have
threatened to break away from the party and take their supporters with them.
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PJ contenders for the nomination include Menem, former one-week President Adolfo Rodriguez
Saa, and Govs. Jose Manuel de la Sota of Cordoba, Juan Carlos Romero of Salta, and Nestor
Kirchner of Santa Cruz. The fight among the PJ leaders was inevitable. Duhalde, long-time bitter
political enemy of Menem, has limited support within the party, although he was chosen to take
over the presidency in the chaotic period in January following the resignation of former President
Fernando de la Rua (see NotiSur, 2002-01-11). Duhalde has been trying hard since early July, when
he decided to advance the date of elections by six months, to find a candidate to back who could
defeat Menem in the party primaries.
When Carlos Reutemann, governor of Santa Fe, former Formula One champion, and one of the
politicians with a relatively positive image, said he would run, he seemed the answer to Duhalde's
prayers. Not only did polls show that he could defeat Menem, but he was the only Peronista capable
of attracting voters from the sectors most angry at the political class. But then Reutemann changed
his mind, forcing Duhalde to look for another candidate to back.
That candidate is another governor, Jose Manuel de la Sota of Cordoba. However, de la Sota does
not have the popular support that Reutemann has. While de la Sota has diligently worked to
improve his standing with the electorate, some Peronista leaders have continued to try to convince
Reutemann to run, so far without success. Menem, although he is blamed for much of the present
crisis and has ongoing investigations into corruption still hanging over his head, is convinced that he
can win. He has had some significant setbacks, however.
On July 22, The New York Times reported that a former Iranian intelligence agent said that Menem
had received a US$10 million bribe, which was deposited in a Swiss bank account, in exchange for
covering up Iran's role in the 1994 bombing of the Asociacion Mutual Israelita Argentina (AMIA)
in Buenos Aires, which left 85 people dead and 200 wounded (see NotiSur, 2001-09-28). Although
Menem denies the report, analysts expect it will cost him some support.
On Aug. 29, Rodriguez Saa, one of the several interim presidents who took power after de la Rua
was forced to resign and before Duhalde was named, opened his campaign to win the nomination.
He spoke of the poor, the unemployed, and the excluded, calling on them to join together to
promote "the first Argentine revolution of the 21st century." He also promised to investigate how
Argentina acquired its huge foreign debt, criticized economically powerful groups, and attacked
those who occupied the presidency since 1983 when democracy was restored. Public anger will
play a significant role in elections Despite the intense activity within the parties, especially the PJ,
with seven months to go before the election, no potential candidate has more than 20% support in
preference polls.
A poll published in the daily La Nacion Aug. 25 also showed that the politician with the most
positive image is Reutemann, who is not a candidate. The polling firm Ipsos-Mora y Araujo said
this shows a serious lack of interest in the elections by voters. Rodriguez Saa had 16.3% support,
while Deputy Elisa Carrio of the Alternativa para una Republica de Iguales (ARI) had 15.9% PJ
pre-candidates Nestor Kirchner had 10.5% support and Menem 10%, while Deputy Luis Zamora
had 9.6%. The poll showed Duhalde's choice, de la Sota, with only 5.3% support. On Aug. 30,
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thousands of people marched in various cities and towns in Argentina under the banner "que se
vayan todos" (that they all leave!).
The march was organized by Deputies Carrio and Zamora with the support of the Central de
Trabajadores Argentinos (CTA) and various civic groups. The slogan was first heard last December
during the protests that resulted in 28 deaths and forced de la Rua to resign. Zamora and Carrio
are now trying to use the sentiment to push for a constituent assembly rather than the December
primaries and March presidential elections. They say it makes no sense to elect a new president and
vice president who will have to govern with a Congress and provincial governors who belong to the
same political class that has, in their opinion, created the mess the country is in.
Carrio, Zamora, and CTA leader Victor de Gennaro want the constituent assembly to modify the
Constitution and end the terms of all elected officials, a proposal resisted by the traditional parties.
However, Duhalde responded by saying he would be the first to put in writing his promise to
seek no elected office in the upcoming elections. He challenged those promoting the que se vayan
campaign to do the same.
Meanwhile, Duhalde's rivals' attempts to challenge his leadership and force him to move up the
date of elections have left the administration unable to push through economic measures demanded
by the International Monetary Fund (IMF). That has contributed to the lack of progress in obtaining
an agreement with the IMF, which in turn has deepened the crisis. Duhalde admitted in early
September that the situation with the IMF is so far from being resolved that an agreement may have
to wait for his successor.
"The Peronista party as we knew it has essentially disappeared," said political analyst Rosendo
Fraga. "What you have now are a number of different candidates and individual supporters.
The days when the Peronistas argued, then picked their leader and united behind him are now
gone. We are left only with the fragments of what was Peronism." After Peron's death in 1974, his
third wife, Isabel, briefly took power before being overthrown in a military coup. Menem was the
next PJ president, elected in 1989. Although he campaigned on a platform similar to Peron's, he
wholeheartedly embraced US-back neoliberal policies and reforms that critics said betrayed his
Peronista roots. In addition, his two terms were marked by scandals and corruption that many say
contributed to Argentina's financial collapse. But Menem is eager to be, some including Duhalde say
obsessed with being, president again.

Primaries challenged
Many analysts now question whether there will be primaries at all. Besides the calls to replace the
present schedule with a constituent assembly, Congress is debating a measure that would avoid
primaries altogether, allowing all Peronista candidates to run for president in the March elections.
But a more fundamental question being asked is whether the PJ can survive the infighting. Peronista
presidential hopeful Kirchner has threatened to leave the party. He accused both Duhalde and
Menem of being "part of quasi-mafia organizations" within the Peronista party.
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Rodriguez Saa, so far the strongest of the many PJ presidential contenders, also has made thinly
veiled threats that he might break away from the party and claims to have received death threats
from rivals. After pulling out of the race, citing dirty campaigning, Reutemann told reporters, "We
are destroying ourselves."

-- End --
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